Although Japan enjoyed a variety of links with Britain in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there were virtually no relations between Japanese and British trade unions before 1945. One exception was contacts between the Trades Union Congress (TUC) and the Japanese Seamen's Union (JSU) during the early 1930s. However, following the outbreak of Japan's war with China in July 1937 relations between trade unions disintegrated and there followed a boycott of Japanese goods in Britain.
The Japanese Seamen's Union was exceptional among Japanese trade unions in the 1920s in being centralized and united. In 1920 some fifty different seamen's unions had amalgamated into one -the JSU. The Union's official journal, Kaiin (Seamen), devoted a considerable part of its contents to the work of the International Transport Workers' Federation (ITF) and promoted internationalist ideas. However, in June 1931 it became clear that Cramp's own union work prevented him travelling to East Asia. As a result, in July, the General Council of the ITF decided that Fimmen should travel to Japan, China, the Dutch East Indies and India on his own. Of these countries Japan and India were seen as the most important in terms of establishing a Far East Secretariat.
The 'delegation' had planned to spend four to six weeks in India. However, shortly before it was due to leave, the British Labour government refused to grant a visa for its visit to India. Similarly the Netherlands government was unwilling to permit the ITF representative to travel to the Dutch East Indies. The British government explained its refusal by stating that a Royal Commission had recently undertaken an inquiry into working conditions in India, and that therefore a further inquiry, particularly by a foreigner, was neither necessary nor desirable. The real reason for these refusals was that the British and Dutch governments and their officials in India and the Dutch East Indies feared and wished to prevent the creation of a sub-secretariat in the Far East, because such an organization might threaten closer relations and cooperation between workers in various colonial territories.
On 22 On the following day Fimmen was invited to the opening ceremony of Nihon Rodo Kaikan (Japanese Labour Hall) at Mita, Tokyo, where he addressed 500 people. The General Federation of Japanese Labour had spent 55 000 yen on the building as a symbol of the growing strength of Japanese trade unionism. Other activists present at the ceremony included Abe Isoo, the head of the Social Democratic Party, two liberal academics -Nitobe Inazo and Yoshino Sakuzo, as well as Suzuki Bunji, Nishio Suehiro, Katayama Tetsu and Hamada. One leftist critic' suggested that they constituted the 'headquarters of the foul right-wing world of labour '. 7 On 28 September Fimmen, Hamada and Yonekubo visited the Ministry of the Interior. Once again 'many people gathered outside and made a demonstration against the visitor, calling him a traitor to the working class'.
8 Later Fimmen visited Tokyo, Yokohama, Nagoya, Osaka, Kobe and Moji, all the towns in which the JSU had branches. He used the opportunity to collect data about the conditions of many different types of workers.
Fimmen remained in Japan until 30 October when he left Shimonoseki for China. He could not have anticipated that the Japanese invasion of Manchuria, which had begun on 18 September, would completely undermine his attempt to establish a sub-secretariat in the Far East.
After Fimmen had left Europe, Walter Citrine, the secretary of the TUC, and Mogi Sobei (the London representative of the JSU) had tried to obtain permission for Fimmen to visit India. In 1931, however, the Labour Party was in crisis and figures such as Tom Shaw and George Lansbury were
